Gut ecology Edited by Ailsa L. Hart, Andrew J. Stagg, Hans Graffner, Hans Blise, Per Falk and Michael A. Kamm Martin Dunitz 2002, ISBN 184 184 1390, Paperback, 160 pages illustrated, £29.95 by Rolfe, Rial D.
Book Review 
Gut Ecology 
Edited by Ailsa L. Hart, Andrew J. Stagg, Hans Graffner, Hans Blise, 
Per Falk and Michael A. Kamm 
Martin Dunitz 2002, ISBN 184 184 1390, Paperback, 160 pages illustrated, g29.95 
The normal microbial flora of the gastrointestinal tract 
is known to play major roles both in maintaining health 
and in causing disease. However, this microbial flora is 
poorly understood in terms of both composition and 
function, and factors that may alter the flora. The gastro- 
intestinal microbial flora consists of over 500 species of 
bacteria, viruses, fungi, and parasites. More than 90% of 
the flora components cannot be cultivated in vitro. It has 
been a few years since a book has been published that 
reviews this complex ecosystem. Yet, as a consequence 
of modern molecular biological techniques, dramatic 
progress has been made during the last few years in our 
understanding of the role of the microbial flora in health 
and disease. It is clearly a formidable task to attempt 
to review the current status of our understanding of 
this complex ecosystem in a single volume. However, in 
Gut Ecology, the editors have brought together a world- 
class series of 31 experts to explore this complex system, 
review traditional approaches and novel molecular 
techniques, and investigate the fundamental role played 
by the intestinal ecosystem in the prevention and treat- 
ment of disease. The book is well organized, well written, 
and edited by authorities renowned for their work on 
gut ecology. 
The book is theme-based rather than organism- 
based. The 15 chapters of the book are organized 
into five sections: The Normal Flora and Techniques 
of Identification; The Host Response to the Normal 
Intestinal Flora; Food, Prebiotics and Bacteria; Intestinal 
Bacteria and Mechanisms of Disease; and Modification 
of the Intestinal Flora. Included at the end of each section 
is a brief summary focusing on the current state of 
knowledge as well as areas of future research. Current 
and relevant literature is cited at the end of each 
chapter. The index at the end of the book is both well 
organized and excellently cross-referenced between 
chapters. 
Overall, I liked the theme-based approach used in 
this book. The majority of chapters consist of a good 
mixture of literature review and the author’s own studies. 
The depth of individual topics is occasionally sacrificed 
for topic breadth. In addition, there is some repetition 
between chapters. For example, several chapters focus 
on the role that an abnormal response to normal, 
or abnormal, intestinal flora may play in a number of 
extraintestinal disorders, such as atopy, a spectrum of 
autoimmune disorders, and arthritis. However, these 
minor shortcomings do not detract from the overall 
quality of the book. The book is a good overview of 
current knowledge, and can be read easily in an after- 
noon. 
The book has a potentially wide audience, because 
of the impact of the microbial flora in both health and 
disease. The up-to-date information will make the book 
particularly useful for microbial ecology researchers. 
Gut Ecology, supplemented with outside reading, could 
serve as the basis for an outstanding graduate course 
in intestinal microbial ecology. I highly recommend this 
book to anyone seeking to understand the current state 
of intestinal microbial ecology knowledge. 
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